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Chapter 11: Forgotten Possession 


The day after the summer festival, Sayu and I were exhausted. 

It would be no exaggeration to say that we've both been spending the 
day lazing about in the living room. 

"A ghhh..." 

Sayu groaned. She was rolling around on her futon, which still lay 
unfolded on the floor. 

"My feet are killing me..." 

I let out a dry laugh. This wasn't the first time she'd complained about 
her sore legs today. 

"I told you before—if they hurt that badly, then go buy some muscle 
rub or a cold compress." 

"...I don't wanna move." 

This, too, was a conversation we'd had more than a couple of times. 

Unaccustomed to wearing wooden clogs, the hours of walking around 
Sayu had done at the festival had made their straps rub against her skin, and 
to top it off, she'd gotten sore calves as well. 

Normally, I would've offered to go buy something for her, but today 
was different. I was drained, too, and I couldn't bring myself to move. 

I wasn't a big fan of crowds in the first place. Even spending time at a 
busy central station with a lot of people around was enough to wear me 


down. Despite this, I still went to the festival. It was the equivalent of being 


at a train station in the heart of the city—no, in some places, the crowds 
were even denser. 

Even the next day, I was still feeling both mentally and physically 
fatigued. It felt like I'd definitely pushed myself too hard. 

"Those other high school girls must be having a hard time putting their 
shoes on today, too, with all the running around they were doing." 

"Maybe... But the ones who go every year are pretty good at walking 
in their wooden clogs, aren't they?" 

"Good point. They must be experts... I could never top them." 

Sayu puckered her lips in a pout as she rolled around on her futon. 

I furrowed my brow as I glanced at Sayu from the corner of my eye— 
she was obviously more exhausted than I had ever seen her before. 

Our most pressing issue of the moment was what to do about dinner. 
By the time we woke up for breakfast, 1t was already lunchtime, so we 
decided to skip it. For lunch, we opted to simply eat the remaining rice from 
the cooker and have some leftovers from the fridge as our side dishes. 
However, this meant that we cleared it all out at lunchtime, and there was 
nothing left for dinner. 

Considering how tired she was, it would be awful of me to force Sayu 
to stand in the kitchen and cook a meal for us. Just as I started to ponder the 
possibility of ordering delivery, my smartphone began to vibrate. 

"Huh?" 

An ill-tempered groan escaped me. There was virtually no one who 


would go out of their way to contact me personally on the weekend; that 


meant this was sure to be some useless newsletter, a spam message, or a 
message from an advertising account on the messenger app. Either way, 
checking my phone just to delete the message would be nothing but a 
nuisance, and as such, hearing it vibrate got me pretty annoyed. 

That said, I needed to at least check it. If I didn't and it turned out to be 
something important, I'd be in trouble. I picked up my phone and peered at 
the screen. 

It was a message from an unexpected sender. 

"..What?" 

I tapped the screen and opened the message. 

"Sorry for the sudden message, Yoshida.' 

That was the beginning of the long message that Kanda-sempai had 
sent me. Her icon, which was an image of a man wearing a white shirt taken 
from the back, was striking. 

As I continued to read the message, it quickly became clear that she'd 
forgotten something at the office. 

As the office was generally closed on weekends and holidays, you'd 
have to bring your company card to the security guard and register your ID 
to get into the building if you needed something. The building's interior 
security system was relatively complicated, and most of the doors required 
you to scan your card to go through. 

However, since Kanda-sempai had only just transferred to our branch, 


she hadn't yet received her security card, so she'd apparently been 


borrowing a guest pass each morning and then returning it at the end of the 
day. 

In other words, she had no way to get into the office on weekends. 
That's why she got in touch with me, the only colleague she had exchanged 
personal contact details with, to ask for help. 

It wasn't that I didn't want to help her—I did. My body was just so 
heavy. Considering that 1t wasn't an emergency, I honestly didn't want to 
leave the house. 

‘I understand your situation, but can't you just fetch it when you go to 
work tomorrow?! 

I replied, then dropped my phone onto the bed, only to have it begin 
vibrating again no more than a few seconds later. 

"That was fast." 

I muttered to myself as I picked my phone back up. 

'I forgot my wallet.' 

This follow-up message left me shocked. 

"You forgot your wallet and only realized today? You should've noticed 
it yesterday. 

A few seconds after I sent my message, she replied again. 

'I slept all day yesterday. I didn't need to use my wallet. 

Ya don't say? 

As shocking as this was, now that I thought about it, I would have 
done the same if I hadn't come up with the idea of going to the festival last 


night. 


"Do you really need it?’ 

I asked. 

'I have nothing to eat.' 

That was her response. Before I had a chance to reply, she followed up 
with, "You don't want to go out that badly, huh?' 

Although I didn't much appreciate her tone, considering she was the 
one asking me for help, it could easily be said that I was behaving curiously 
reticent to the idea of helping somebody in need. There was no way Kanda- 
sempai would have known how tired I was. 

"Haah..." 

I sighed, then dragged myself out of bed. 

I didn't have an ounce of motivation to do so, but if she needed to eat, 
there wasn't much else that could be done. 

"Let's meet in an hour in front of the office building.' 

With that message sent, I dropped my phone on the bed again. 

"Sorry. I gotta go out for a bit." 

Sayu raised her head in surprise and looked at me. 

"Huh? Why's that? Until a moment ago, you seemed like you didn't 
want to move a single inch." 

"Someone needs help. I gotta swing by the office." 

"I didn't think people went to work on their days off." 

"It's not for work. Just someone being thoughtless. I gotta let a 
coworker in to grab something they forgot." 


Sayu frowned in a frank display of skepticism. 


"Is that really your job, Mr. Yoshida?" 

"I thought the same thing." 

Sayu had a point. I never should have let Kanda-sempai have my 
contact information. 

"But it doesn't seem like anyone else is able to go." 

I ran a hand over my chin as I spoke. As expected, I could hear my 
stubble scratching against my fingers. I let out yet another sigh. 

I headed for the washroom, wondering why I needed to shave on a day 
off. As I picked up my electric razor, a sudden thought stopped me in my 
tracks. It wasn't like I'd been called in to work out of nowhere; it wasn't as if 
anyone would be angry if I showed up without being clean-shaven. 

I put the electric razor back in its place and stared at it silently for a 
few seconds. 

Nah. I'd better shave after all. 

I turned on the razor and placed it on my chin. The sound of the motor 
in the shaver itself and the buzzing sound of the blade against my facial hair 
combined to reverberate off the washroom walls. When I first used an 
electric razor, I was surprised by how loud it was, but I had since grown 
accustomed to it. 

After Sayu had pointed out that facial hair didn't suit me, I had begun 
shaving every day before work. Now that it was part of my routine, I felt 
quite restless if I left home without doing so. 

Although I wasn't going to work and had no particular reason to shave, 


the thought of meeting Kanda-sempai with stubble on my face made me 


feel strangely unsettled. It may have been annoying to go out of my way to 
shave on my day off, but at the same time, it didn't inconvenience me in any 
way, either. 

After I finished shaving, I went and grabbed some clothes from my 
closet. There was no need to wear a work suit to the office today, but it still 
wouldn't feel right to turn up in just a t-shirt and shorts, so I settled for jeans 
and a vertical-striped polo shirt—something that wasn't too far removed 
from business casual attire. 

Once dressed, I took my wallet and train pass from my work bag. This 
earned a glance from Sayu, who was now squirming about. 

"Is this gonna take long?" 

"Nah. We've just got to grab something from the office, so I doubt it'll 
take that long." 

"Got it. Stay safe." 

With that simple goodbye, she dropped her head back onto the futon 
with a flop. I couldn't help but chuckle as I watched her. This was probably 
the first time I'd seen her so tired that she couldn't even hide it. 

"Okay, I'm off." 

"See you later." 

I gave a wry smile in response to her weary reply, then walked out of 
the front door. 

Sure enough, my body felt sluggish, and it only took me one step 
before I started feeling fed up. 


'Let's just get this over with and get home quick,' I told myself as a 

way to keep myself going. 
* 

"I bet he's going to meet 'Kanda-sempai'..." 

I vocalized my thoughts as I rolled around on my futon. It was lucky 
that no one was home. 

"He shaved before he left, even though he's not even going to work. 
He seemed really annoyed about having to go and meet her, but I wonder 
how he really feels." 

Voicing the gloomy thoughts I was having helped clear my mind. 

"He said it's not gonna take long, but I know it will. And they're gonna 
go get dinner together before he comes back!" 

I said, raising my voice slightly as I rolled onto my back, then let out a 
sigh. 

"What am I even doing...?" 

I was disgusted at how childish I was acting. 

I'd been acting a little weird ever since we went to the festival. I was 
saying things I wouldn't normally say and asking Mr. Yoshida questions I 


wouldn't normally ask. 


"You're beautiful." 


Mr. Yoshida's blank expression as he said those words replayed in my 


mind, and I shook my head furiously. 


He'd always been in love with Ms. Goto. It was still that way now. She 
said she felt the same way about him, too. Nothing should have been able to 
come between them. 

This foolish pondering had taken my attention from the pain in my 
feet, so I abruptly lifted myself up from the spot where I'd been resting. 

As I did so, I could feel my dulled senses steadily coming back to me. 

"Well, I'll have to wait and see if Mr. Yoshida will be home for dinner, 
but..." 

I stood up and went over to check what was in the fridge, even though 
I had a general idea already. 

"Yep, still empty." 

When I opened the door and looked inside, I could see that there was 
nothing that could be eaten as a side dish, nor any ingredients to prepare 
anything of the sort. The only things left were a few cans of beer and some 
condiments that needed to be kept refrigerated. 

"T can't make dinner with any of this..." 

I closed the fridge door and groaned to myself pensively. 

If Mr. Yoshida was going to eat out, I could probably afford to go 
without dinner. Despite that, I would still have nothing for breakfast the 
following morning. Mr. Yoshida was working the next day, too, so I'd still 
need to make him a proper breakfast and lunch box. 

The thought of asking him to bring groceries home after he finished 


had briefly occurred to me, but he was already going out of his way on his 


day off, so it wouldn't feel right to ask him to bring home a heavy load of 
groceries as well. 

"So I guess I need to go shopping..." 

I looked down to my aching feet and pouted my lips. 

"Guess I had a little too much fun..." 

I said to myself, then took off my loungewear. As I stood there in my 
undergarments, I realized that I needed to contact Mr. Yoshida before I went 
anywhere, so I picked up my phone to send him a message. 

'I need to buy some ingredients so I can cook, so I'm going out for a 
little while. I think I'll get home before you do, but I wanted to contact you 
just in case.' 

I quickly typed out the message, then pressed send. Mr. Yoshida must 
have been on the train already because he immediately showed up as having 
read it—he must have noticed he got the message the moment his phone 
vibrated to notify him. 

A few seconds later, he responded, 'Got it, thanks.' I checked the 
message, then put the phone on the table. 

I opened the closet and took out a few of my clothes from the far 
corner. 

I was going to wear a pair of capri skinny jeans and a thin white tunic. 
I put on a white vest underneath so my bra wouldn't show through, then 
threw the tunic on over the top. 

Apart from the vest, Mr. Yoshida had bought all of this for me. 


Whenever we'd enter a new season, he would ask me, "Don't you need 


some new clothes?" before I even had the chance to mention needing 
something myself. While part of me felt bad about that, I was equally as 
grateful. Whenever I think about my life with Mr. Yoshida, I remember how 
my brother came to the convenience store the other day. And then, I feel a 
sharp pain in my stomach. 

Mr. Yoshida had really given and taught me so much. I found myself 
wondering just how much I could possibly repay his kindness. 

I wanted to pay him back as much as I could, but my brother showing 
up made me realize something. 

I didn't have much time left with Mr. Yoshida. 

Since I had no idea how long we'd be able to stay together, I decided to 
do whatever I could to give back while I still could. 

"First things first." 

I muttered to myself, picking up my phone from the table and putting 
it in the pocket of my jeans. 

"A delicious meal!" 

I needed to make sure I did a good job of everything for him. The 
housework was the task he'd initially assigned me to do, so that was my 
starting point, but my diligence needed to be evident in every chore I took 
on. 

I almost forgot about the pain I'd been feeling in my feet just moments 
ago and stepped out the door with a burst of enthusiasm, which felt so 


unnatural. 


Chapter 12: Goal 


"Ohh, you're a lifesaver. Thank you so much." 

Kanda-sempai said with a distinct lack of energy in her voice. I gave 
her a wry smile and nodded. 

"Nah, can't help it considering you still don't have an employee card." 

"For real. They told me it'd be ready last week, but here we are, I 
guess." 

She pouted in annoyance and put on a sullen expression. 

"Well, I was the one who forgot the wallet, so I guess I'm still to 
blame." 

"And you didn't even realize you'd left it behind on the same day! 
That's impressive." 

"That's what you get for keeping your train pass and your wallet 
separate." 

Kanda-sempai said, making it sound like it had nothing to do with her, 
then gave a small grunt as she stretched. I watched her from the corner of 
my eye and raised a hand to wave. 

"Okay, I'd better be off, then." 

I wanted to hurry home and lie back down. Sayu should have been out 
buying groceries, so I didn't have to worry about dinner anymore. That said, 
Sayu did seem pretty worn down when I left the house, so it must've taken 


some willpower for her to drag herself out of the house and go shopping. I 


didn't think she'd buy anything besides what she needed for dinner, so I 
figured I'd pick up something sweet for her. 

As I pondered on this idea and started to walk away, I felt someone 
tugging at the hem of my shirt. That made me let out a small groan of 
surprise. 

"Hang on!" 

I turned around in a panic to find Kanda-sempai staring at me with a 
frown on her face. 

"What?" 

"Huh? You're going home?" 

"Yes. I've got nothing else to do today." 

"You can't. Let me treat you to dinner, at least." 

"Uhh..." 

Considering the context, she was obviously suggesting this as a way to 
repay me for the favor, but I would have preferred it if she'd just let me go 
home. 

She looked at me with a level of skepticism for a moment, then 
suddenly burst out laughing. 

"Ahaha! I've never seen someone look so annoyed at being invited out 
for dinner—and getting treated to it, no less!" 

Kanda-sempai giggled and poked me in the side. 

"What's the problem? Join me. You don't want me to be the kind of 
woman who calls her colleague out on his day-off and not show him how 


grateful she is, do you?" 


"Hah... This whole 'payback' thing is just a front for your real 
intentions, isn't 1t?" 

"Oh, I think you're finally starting to get it." 

She wasn't going to deny it. 

In the end, was her scheme to grab a meal on the way home 'cause 
she'd already gone through the trouble of going out? And while she was at 
it, she could repay the 'debt' she ended up owing me, too. Actually, although 
she often made a show out of acting impulsively, I sometimes found her to 
be manipulative. So, she was hard to read. 

Either way, I predicted that questioning her further would prove 
unfruitful, and so I resigned myself to my fate. 

"Okay, then. If you insist." 

I replied, to which Kanda-sempai nodded in a show of satisfaction 
before beginning to walk off. 

Watching her out of the corner of my eye, I casually whipped my 
phone out and messaged Sayu. I felt a twinge of regret since she had gone 
to the trouble of going shopping for me, but I felt strangely confident that 
she would understand. 

"What do you want to eat?" 

"Nothing in particular. I'm fine having whatever you want, Kanda- 
sempai." 

"I told you this is my way of repaying your favor, so it has to be your 
pick." 


"So this isn't a// just a front, then...?" 


"You're so rude. I do actually want to thank you, you know." 

She pouted her lips at me. 

"And besides...1f you don't follow through, then it's not even a front. 
It's just a bluff." 

She added in a slightly quieter voice. Her tone sounded a little 
different from the humorous one she'd been using just a few moments 
before. Finding this strange, I took a glance at her side profile, but the 
expression on her face was indecipherable. 

"So, where to?" 

Perhaps having sensed my gaze, she turned to face me, smirking. 

"It's got to be meat at a time like this, right?" 

"Sounds good. Grilled meat always tastes better than at home when 
you have it at a restaurant with a proper charcoal grill." 

"Alright, it's decided, then. I wonder if there's a barbeque restaurant in 
this area?" 

"Oh, there's this one place I go pretty often." 

I said, and Kanda-sempai flashed me a sneeringly mocking smile and 
cokced her head. 

"You do, huh? With whooo?" 

"W-with whoever!" 

I couldn't tell her I went with Ms. Goto. I felt it was sneaky of her to 
ask me that question even though she half-knew the answer already. 

"Okay, let's go there, then." 

"It's back the other way." 


She stopped walking in what was now the wrong direction, and I 
began to lead the way. 

I sensed the phone in my pocket vibrating and took it out to find that 
Sayu had messaged me back. 

"Have a good time (# -_-)! 

This reply brought a bitter smile to my face. 

She must have been pissed off. I told myself that I'd better get home as 
soon as possible after we'd finished eating. 

"Yoshida." 

I heard a voice coming from behind me. As I tucked my phone back 
into my pocket, I turned around to find Kanda-sempai staring right at me. 

I waited for her to say something, but she simply carried on glaring at 
me in silence. 

"Uh... You did say my name, didn't you?" 

I asked, and her mouth fell open in surprise. After a few moments of 
her repeatedly opening and closing her mouth without actually saying 
anything, she finally spoke. 

"How far away is your barbeque restaurant?" 

"Uhh, well..." 

This was a really ordinary question, considering how long it'd taken 
her to get it out, so it all felt rather anticlimactic. 

"It's pretty close. I'd say less than a five-minute walk." 


"Okay. " 


Kanda-sempai listened to my answer and nodded with a somewhat 
ambiguous look on her face. She then picked up her pace slightly and came 
to walk beside me. 

"Alright, let's hurry." 

"I told you, we'll be there before we know it. No need to rush." 

"Also..." 

She ignored my reply and then started speaking in a slightly sullen 
tone. 

"When you're with me, don't talk to someone else with a grin on your 
face,” 

"Uh..." 

A strange murmur escaped my lips, and Kanda-sempai looked up at 
me. This time, she was clearly giving me a dirty look. 

"I'm using this grilled meat to get some time with you. You've got to 
spend that time paying attention to me, too—otherwise, it's just not fair." 

"S-sorry..." 

She was doing nothing to hide her clear displeasure, so an apology 
flew out of my mouth as a matter of reflex. 

She probably didn't like the way I'd been distracted by Sayu's message. 
Indeed, it was bad manners to be clearly preoccupied by someone else when 
we were supposed to be spending time together. 

As remorseful as I was, I found no way to continue the conversation 


on my end, so we spent the rest of the walk to the restaurant in silence. 


* 


"This one's good to go. Oh, and this one...looks ready, too." 

"Oh, thanks." 

Kanda-sempai pointed to a slice of meat that was cooking on the grill 
set in our table with her tongs, and I snatched it up with my chopsticks to 
place on my serving plate. 

She then gleefully began piling more raw meat on the grill to cook. 

I dipped the slice of skirt steak in sauce, then brought it to my mouth. 
The meat's juices oozed out as I took a bite into it, filling me with joy. 
Grilled meat really was delicious. As much as I wanted to hurry home and 
rest my tired body, eating something tasty brought me happiness despite 
how exhausted I was—or, rather, all the more because of it. 

"You should eat, too, sempai." 

I said to Kanda-sempai, who'd spent the whole time monopolizing 
both of our tongs to cook the meat. Since all of my superiors including Ms. 
Goto would give me the job of grilling the meat when we went out, having 
that task taken away from me made me feel useless and awkward. 

"There's no need to use tongs with both hands, anyway." 

She held one meat-grilling tong in each hand, but as confident a chef 
as this made her look, she was finding it very difficult to grab the meat with 
her non-dominant hand. 

"You can just use your good hand. They didn't give us two pairs of 
tongs just for one person to use them, after all." 

I reached out a hand to request one of the tongs, but Kanda-sempai just 


shook her head. 


"Don't you think it's cool how I can dual-wield them?" 

"But you've barely managed to pick up any meat with your left hand!" 

"That's not true!" 

She attempted to flip a slice of meat with her left-hand tongs, but as 
expected, they trembled in her grasp. After ten seconds of desperate 
struggle, she managed to turn over a single strip of marinated rib. She 
looked at me triumphantly, as if to say, 'How about that?’ 

"IT mean, it would have only taken you one second to do that with your 
dominant hand." 

"If it takes me one second to flip the meat with my right hand and five 
with my left, that means I can flip six pieces of meat in five seconds!" 

"And if you gave me a pair, we could flip ten strips in five seconds 
instead." 

"You've always been so nitpicky, Yoshida." 

She made no effort to conceal her sigh of resignation, then placed the 
tongs she was holding in her left hand down on the table in front of me. 
Then, she finally put down the other pair, picked up her chopsticks, took a 
strip of meat, added some sauce, and took a bite. 

She chewed on it slowly, then, after swallowing it down, she cast her 
eyes downward and began speaking in a quiet voice. 

"But... You really have changed." 

"Huh?" 

She looked back up and stared at me. A gentle smile soon followed. 


"You're more...together, compared to how you used to be." 


"Together?" 

"Yeah, together. Before, you didn't seem to have any particular reason 
for anything, and it just felt like you were living a one-track life... But now, 
I dunno, you seem like you have a goal. Like you've got direction." 

With that, Kanda-sempai took another slice of meat from the grill. I 
stared at her blankly as she added a touch of sauce and put the strip in her 
mouth. 

She might have said that I'd changed, but I began to feel like she'd 
changed slightly, too. 

She was just as moody, playful, and mysterious as she'd always been. 
However, she seemed more relaxed now. I couldn't pinpoint exactly what 
had changed about her or how, but what I could say for certain was that we 
both had gotten older. 

With a docile, hard-to-read smile on her face, Kanda-sempai slowly 
chewed her meat and swallowed it. 

"I knew it was going to happen, but..." 

She said in a sing-song tone. 

"Nothing from when we dated stuck with you, Yoshida." 

Her words confused me for a moment, and then I shook my head. 

"That's not true." 

"Tt is, though." 

"It's not. You don't know how important you were to me, sempai." 
When I said this, she slowly shook her head no. 

"I do." 


"Huh?" 

"T know." 

She replied with a hint of sadness in her smile. 

"T felt it so much, it hurt." 

"Then why...?" 

Why did you leave me without so much as a word? I couldn't bring 
myself to ask. Instead, another question suddenly arose inside me. No, that's 
not right; it had always been there, and now felt like the right time to voice 
it. 

"Your profile picture... It's a photo of me, isn't it?" 

I was talking about the messaging app we both used. I suspected it was 
a picture of me when I was in high school, taken from the back. 

Kanda-sempai giggled in response and gave me a small nod. 

"You finally realized, huh?" 

"T realized right away. But...I was so surprised, I couldn't even ask." 

As soon as we exchanged contact info, I recognized that it was my 
high school self in the picture. I just couldn't fathom why she would be 
using that as her picture, and I was completely dumbfounded. I couldn't ask 
her that question at the time, but now, I felt like I could. 

"How come you're using my picture?" 

"I was still using a flip phone when I took that picture. I moved the file 
from the SD card to my computer, then transferred it to my smartphone and 


set it as my profile picture. It was a pain in the ass, actually." 


She rattled off these details enthusiastically, but still didn't answer my 
question. When she glanced upward as if to steal a glance at my face, our 
eyes met. 

She let out a small breath, then nodded her head a couple times in a 
show of resignation. 

"Right, you asked me how come... Oh, the ice is melting fast." 

Kanda-sempai clicked her tongue and wet her lips with the whiskey 
that was left on her mostly-melted rocks. Then, she began to speak 
hesitantly. 

"It's because that's a memento of the only person I ever loved." 

"Huh?" 

Her use of the word 'only' had made me uneasy, but this reaction 
earned a scowl from Kanda-sempai. 

"Don't 'huh' me." 

"No, but, I'm your 'only' love?" 

From what I recalled of Kanda-sempai in high school, she was always 
wandering aimlessly. Even before going out with me, she was so famous at 
school that everyone knew the rumors about her having dated a number of 
guys. Moreover, how could a woman as beautiful as her go without dating 
anyone else in the years that followed our break-up? 

"T haven't dated anyone else since we broke up, Yoshida. I didn't feel a 
spark with anyone... Or, I guess you could say I wasn't very receptive to it." 


"R-receptive...?" 


"Don't make that dirty face. I mean emotionally. After we broke up, I 
wasn't interested in dating anyone anymore." 

She said frankly, then took another sip of her whisky. 

"Before I dated you, there were some guys I felt like I was in a 
relationship with, but...how should I put it? None of them really /oved me. 
They were much more concerned with how cool the fact they were dating 
me would make them look to everyone at school. That's why..." 

It felt like the warmth suddenly drained from Kanda-sempai's eyes. 

"I never had feelings for them, either." 

I watched her in silence. Now that I thought back on it, I didn't think 
she'd ever touched on any emotional topics when we were at school 
together. 

"So...when you confessed your feelings to me, it was the first time that 
something like that made me happy, and I was really surprised." 

"Surprised?" 

"Yep, surprised... I was surprised that someone out there actually had 
feelings for me." 

Her face blushed a light shade of pink as she said this. 

"And then, I fell head-over-heels, too." 

Unsure of how to take this heartfelt confession, I shifted my gaze 
around the tabletop. 

"You were kinder than any other boy I'd been with before, and you 
actually saw me for me. You were super popular with the girls, too." 


"Huh?" 


My voice cracked in an unbridled squeal, drawing a snicker from 
Kanda-sempai. 

"You probably never realized, but you were really popular. A lot of the 
girls tried to get your attention." 

"Wha...?" 

"I mean, you weren't bad-looking, you treated everyone kindly, and 
you were good at sports. There's no way you wouldn't have been." 

Despite what she was saying, I never felt like I had anything going on 
with any of the girls in high school besides Kanda-sempai, and I couldn't 
remember noticing any of them making a move on me. I'd definitely never 
been asked out. 

Despite how confused I was, Kanda-sempai carried on reminiscing. 

"That's why I got so selfish with you." 

"Selfish?" 

"Yeah. I wanted you to do things with me that you hadn't done with 
anyone else." 

Kanda-sempai ran a finger along the edge of her whisky glass. 

"I wanted to be special. I wanted to be your only one." 

She said slowly. 

I could feel her words slowly begin to sink in, bringing with them a 
touch of pain. 

"You treated me like I was something really precious to you, but you 
probably would have been like that with anyone. You treated me like I was 


precious because you had no choice not to." 


"No, that's not—" 

"You're so kind that you would have treated me that way regardless of 
whether I was special or not. You'd be the same way with anyone who was 
close to you." 

",..Well, maybe." 

I could do nothing but murmur this evasive response, but Kanda- 
sempai carried on talking to me in her relaxed tone of voice. 

"That's why I guess I wanted you to be a little more selfish, too. Rather 
than just caring about me, I wanted you to want me, and to want me with a 
passion." 

I'd thought taking care of her was the most respectful thing I could've 
done for her. I also thought she'd distanced herself from me because I was 
too intense for her. But listening to what she was saying now made me 
realize how wrong I'd been all those years ago. 

Going by the way she was describing me, I probably hadn't changed at 
the core. I thought back on what Mishima told me some time ago: 

It's all a matter of which one takes priority for you, Yoshida-sempai. 

Mishima must have meant the same thing. I found it hard to decide 
what was most important to me. I was probably just convinced that I needed 
to treasure everything that was around me, even if I didn't have any reason 
to do so and without putting any thought into whether that was necessary. 

"But, you have changed, Yoshida." 

Kanda-sempai said in an exceedingly clear voice, as if in an attempt to 


interrupt my thought process. I looked up in surprise, and my eyes met hers. 


"It seems like you have something you care about more than anything 
now." 

"Huh?" 

"All you've been thinking about is somebody else back home." 

Her words startled me. I'd never told her anything about Sayu, so how 
did she know? 

"Ahaha! You sure look like you've just been busted." 

"No, uh..." 

"C'mon, I get it. The old Yoshida would never have looked so annoyed 
if I invited him out for dinner, and you sent a message to someone as soon 
as we decided to go. It's obvious that there's someone living with you." 

"Oh, right..." 

She was right. Sure enough, it was probably an easy matter to figure 
out that I didn't live alone considering I said I was going home and then 
immediately contacted somebody when my plans changed. I had tried to be 
casual about messaging Sayu, but that made it even more obvious. I needed 
to be more careful in the future. 

There was no escaping any further questioning now my secret was out 
in the open. As I thought about how to explain the situation, Kanda-sempai 
let out a snort. 

"Well, I won't ask for any details." 

"Uh..." 

"What? Did you want me to?" 


"No... I'd rather you didn't." 


"Right?" 

She snickered, then finished off the rest of her whisky. 

"It's a good thing you've gotten so serious, Yoshida. You're so much 
hotter now." 

Kanda-sempai looked straight into my eyes, then offered a toothy grin. 

"Thanks for coming out with me today." 

"Oh, no problem..." 

"If someone's at home waiting for you, we shouldn't spend too long 
eating. Let's order some more stuff quickly and scoff it down... Oh, excuse 
me!" 

Without waiting for me to respond, she called out to one of the serving 
staff who was standing nearby. She rattled off an order of meat, and then, 
after they'd left, let out a sigh and spoke in a soft voice. 

"Pheeew... That's a load off." 

It was hard to tell by the volume of her voice whether she meant for 
me to hear this, but I heard her loud and clear anyway. 

Before I had the chance to think deeply about where this question 
might go, I opened my mouth to speak. 

"What's a load off?" 

Her eyes widened in response to my question. Perhaps she didn't mean 
for me to hear, after all—or, perhaps she didn't expect me to say anything 
even if I did. Either way, it didn't seem like she was expecting me to ask 


that. 


Kanda-sempai sat there dumbfounded for a few moments, then 
chuckled. 

"Ahaha. You really are clueless, Yoshida." 

I was confused as to what she meant, but she paid no heed and 
continued to laugh to herself for a moment. Then, she gave me a playful 
look, stared straight at me, and began to speak. 

"I finally got my first heartbreak off my chest, dummy." 

The word ‘heartbreak' echoed inside my head. 

"Huh? Do you mean...?" 

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Here's your pork, liver, ribs...and this is 
rumen." 

"Oh, thanks..." 

The serving staff began placing the mass of meat that Kanda-sempai 
ordered down on our table, as if to intentionally interrupt me. 

"Alright! Let's get grilling!" 

"Um, Kanda-sempai..." 

"Yoshida, if you're not gonna grill, then hand me back those tongs. I 
wanna dual-wield again." 

"No, I'll grill. Please give that dual-wielding stuff a rest." 

She laughed in a childlike manner and began piling the assorted meats 
onto the grill. I got the clear impression that she didn't want me to press the 
matter any further, so I gave in and focused on cooking the meat. 


And yet, one thing still stuck with me. 


Going by the way the conversation we had earlier went, that 
heartbreak she mentioned must have referred to what happened between us. 
I found that hard to believe, but since it had come directly from her, I had 
no choice but to accept it. 

But if that were the case... 

If our conversation now had allowed her to let go of her heartbreak, 
then she must have wanted more than just sex when she invited me to a 
hotel last time we went out to eat—she must have been driven by her 
romantic feelings. 

I ended up brushing it off by saying, "You don't even have those kinds 
of feelings for me, do you?" 

She never told me how she felt, so there was no way I could have 
known. I should have taken that into consideration, but oblivious to her 
feelings, I instead ended up telling her I couldn't sleep with someone who 
didn't care about me. That felt extremely insensitive of me now. 

"Hey, Yoshida. The liver's cooked." 

"Huh? Are you sure it's been on for long enough?" 

"Liver tasted better when it's still slightly rare." 

Kanda-sempai picked up the liver from the grill with her chopsticks, 
then plopped it down on my plate. 

"Try it." 

As she insisted, I pinched the soft, gummy slice of liver between my 


chopsticks and cautiously brought it to my mouth. 


Only the outside was crisp and cooked through, but when I bit into it, 
it had a chewy texture and its bitter flavor exploded inside my mouth. 

I was surprised that liver could taste so bitter, but it wasn't unpleasant. 
When the soft, jelly-like texture of the meat met my tongue, both the 
bitterness and umami of the liver overwhelmed my tastebuds. 

"It's bitter...and delicious." 

Kanda-sempai nodded in agreement, and a carefree smile came to her 
face. 

"Told you so." 

If I had gone with her to the hotel that day, would we be on track to a 
new future together now? 

It was ridiculous to even consider that idea. 

I made my choice. I couldn't unmake that decision, and Kanda-sempai, 
who was sitting in front of me, didn't seem to want to go over it all again. 

No matter how much I might have regretted it, that was in the past 
now. There was no going back. There was no point in wasting time thinking 
about it. 

"I used to hate bitter foods...but these days, I don't think they're so bad 
anymore." 

Kanda-sempai said, her cheeks stuffed with half-cooked liver. She 


looked just as beautiful as ever. 


Chapter 13: Tracking 


It wasn't bad, but it didn't exceed my expectations, either. That was the 
kind of impression the movie left me with. 

I exited the movie theater, stretched, then nodded to myself. 

Well, at least it was exactly like the trailer portrayed it, so I didn't feel 
like it was a waste of money. It got me emotionally involved and it did a 
good job at making me cry, so I felt like I got my money's worth one way or 
the other. 

I'd recently started to take work more seriously, so my weekday visits 
to the movies had decreased, leaving only my weekends to immerse myself 
in film appreciation. 

The sun had only just started to set when I went into the movie theater, 
but now, it was pitch black. 

"...I'm hungry." 

It would be a hassle to cook at home now, so I came up with the idea 
of eating near the station and began to look around. Come to think of it, I 
didn't have a good idea of what kind of restaurants were nearby since I've 
only ever gone there to watch a movie and chase after Yoshida-sempai. 

I was thinking about what I wanted to eat as I scanned the station for 
restaurants when somebody familiar caught my eye. 

A young girl carrying a supermarket bag was walking in my direction. 


I'd never seen her in casual clothes before, but it was most definitely Sayu. 


She was looking downward slightly at first, but it wasn't long before she 
suddenly looked up and our eyes met. 

"Oh." 

I couldn't hear her voice, but I could tell by the shape of her mouth that 
she was making an exclamation of surprise. 

Then, she scurried over to me. 

"Good evening, Ms. Yuzuha!" 

"Good evening! Are you out shopping?" 

Her capri jeans and white tunic dress emphasized the neat impression 
she gave off. I wondered if Yoshida-sempai had bought her these clothes, 
but soon put that thought to the back of my mind. What did it matter if he 
did? 

"Yep. The fridge was empty, so..." 

She said with a bitter smile. It looked like doing Yoshida-sempai's 
chores was like second nature to her now. With her supermarket bag in 
hand, she somehow seemed perfectly suited for the task. 

"It's really good of you to do all the housework every day." 

"Nah... Not really." 

She shrugged. It looked like my compliment made her feel 
uncomfortable. It didn't seem like she was just being modest, either; this 
was how she really felt. She was such a humble kid. 

"What are you doing here, Ms. Yuzuha?" 

"Oh, I just went to see a movie." 


"You like movies?" 


Now that she mentioned it, I recalled that we'd never talked about any 
of these kinds of things before, and in fact, we had barely even talked to 
each other. Yoshida-sempai was always on my mind, so I automatically 
thought about Sayu as well. I didn't know much about her as a person, 
though, and she didn't know me that well, either. 

"I love them. I come to this theater pretty often, too." 

"T see... So that's why." 

For some reason, Sayu nodded over and over again, as if what I said 
cleared something up for her. Then, she looked up, looking as if she was 
about to say something, but her face suddenly froze. She looked at 
something in the distance behind me, then tensed up. 

Curious, I tried to turn to see what it was, but Sayu rushed to my side 
and huddled close to me. 

"Uh, what's up?" 

I asked. She awkwardly kept her gaze fixed on the ground, then began 
to speak. Her voice was trembling slightly. 

"There's someone looking for me—behind you, off in the distance." 

"Is it someone you know?" 

"eeokeser 

I was about to ask her whether she didn't want to be found, but stopped 
myself. There was no need to ask that question when simply looking at how 
distressed she was said it all. 


"Do you think we've been spotted?" 


"No... I don't think we've been found out yet," she replied, looking 
over my shoulder. I let out a small sigh and tapped her on the back. 

"Okay, you can hide out at my place for now." 

"Huh?" 

"If you don't want to be found, then we just need to move. Stay in my 
shadow and walk. Keep your head down and try to act as natural as 
possible." 

I gave Sayu a lecture on how to walk like a heist man in disguise 
trying to escape from a police siege, which I had seen in a movie at some 
point. The guy in the movie was eventually caught, but those kinds of 
details weren't important now. 

Once we'd made our way silently to the station and through the ticket 
gates, I asked Sayu a question. 

"Do you think we were spotted?" 

"No... I doubt it. I don't think anyone was following us." 

"Okay, that's good. My place is two stops from here. You can stay at 
my place for a bit." 

"U-um..." 

We carried on talking until we were about to go down to the platform 
where the train to my local station would arrive, but that was when Sayu 
suddenly stopped in her tracks. 

She began to say something, but then stopped herself. This happened a 
number of times before she eventually got the words out, although her voice 


was quiet. 


"Thank you very much..." 

She offered her gratitude in such an apologetic manner, and a sigh 
came unbidden from deep within me. 

"Haaah... It's fine, really." 

I drew closer to Sayu and patted her on the shoulder. 

Now that she regained her composure, her caring nature started to 
show again, in stark contrast to her sweet, childish demeanor when she 
reflexively hid from her pursuer behind me just moments before. 

"But Ms. Yuzuha, this isn't your problem..." 

"Haha, you could say that." 

I'd been thinking the same thing. In truth, if Sayu's pursuer—regardless 
of why they may have been looking for her—had caught her and taken her 
away somewhere, it would have had nothing to do with me whatsoever. In 
fact, if Yoshida-sempai's number-one priority suddenly disappeared, it 
might actually work out in my favor. The question of why I was helping her 
sprung to mind, but I tried my best not to think about it. 

Instead, there was one thing I wanted to say to her. 

"It's not my responsibility—that's the exact reason why I'm helping 
you. If it helps you out, then what's the problem?" 

I finished my statement there, and after a moment of dumbfounded 
silence, Sayu gave me a few small, sharp nods of the head. 

"Th-thank you very much." 


She smiled somewhat timidly as she thanked me again. 


I was implying that she didn't need to worry about it, but at the same 
time, I was reminding her that I wouldn't take any responsibility for the 
consequences. I was sure she understood both of these things, so telling her 
would make her feel more at ease. 

In any case, the only difference was whether I said it or not. I didn't 
take any responsibility for this child, and I didn't intend to, either. If it made 
things easier for both of us, then I should say it. 

For some reason, when I realized what I was thinking, I felt stupid. 

Who was I making excuses to? 

A wry smile crossed my lips, and I looked out of the corner of my eye 
at Sayu, who had taken out her smartphone and was tensed up, staring at the 
screen. She looked clearly troubled. 

"What's up?" 

"Uh, nothing, uh..." 

She shifted her eyes from side to side, then gently lifted her phone up. 

"I thought... I should contact Mr. Yoshida." 

"You probably should." 

"Yeah, but... How?" 

She definitely wasn't making herself very clear. I couldn't quite 
understand what she was asking, so I cocked my head in curiosity. 

"Can't you just tell him what happened? That there was someone 
coming after you, so you're hiding at Mishima Yuzuha's house, since you 
happened to bump into her by chance?" 


"Err..." 


When she heard my suggestion, she hesitated, still looking worried. 
That was when it hit me. 

She must have wanted to keep the fact that she was being followed a 
secret from Yoshida-sempai. I had no idea why she needed to hide it, but 
there was no other reason why she wouldn't want to let him know. 

Whatever the reason was for that, it was her business. I doubted she 
didn't want to message him just for selfish reasons. 

I sighed and got out my own phone. Sayu watched me do so with a 
stunned expression on her face. 

"Well, if we don't contact him, then you're going to have another 
looking for you." 

"That's true..." 

"So I'll just..." 

I quickly typed out a message, then showed it to Sayu. 

'I'm borrowing Sayu for a little while. If you want her back, you'll have 
to pick her up from my place. 

When Sayu saw what I'd written, her eyes widened. 

"T'll message him. At least he won't worry if you're with me, since 
we're both women and all." 

Sayu gave me an uncomfortable smile and replied, "Thank you— 
seriously." 

I sighed again and sent the message. 

She was just like Yoshida-sempai said she was. It was herself that she 


should be worried about, but she only ever thought of others. Some adults 


didn't even have the capacity to do that, but for Sayu, it came naturally. This 
wasn't necessarily praise or an insult. 

An announcement sounded over the intercom, and soon after, the train 
pulled into the platform. 

The train doors opened, so after waiting for the other passengers to get 
off, I took the lead and boarded the train. Once I was on it, I turned around 
and reached out for her hand to be silly. 

"C'mon, princess." 

For the first time that day, she gave me an honest, simple smile, and 


placed her hand in mine. 


Thank you for reading! 
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